
Belgic Confession, Article XXXIII 
The Sacraments 
 
" We believe that our gracious God, taking account of our weakness and infirmities, has ordained the sacraments 
for us, thereby to seal unto us His promises, and to be pledges of the good will and grace of God towards us, 
and also to nourish and strengthen our faith; which He has joined to the Word of the gospel, the better to present 
to our senses both that which He declares to us by His Word and that which He works inwardly in our hearts, 
thereby confirming in us the salvation which He imparts to us. For they are visible signs and seals of an inward 
and invisible thing, by means whereof God works in us by the power of the Holy Spirit. Therefore the signs are 
not empty or meaningless, so as to deceive us. For Jesus Christ is the true object presented by them, without 
whom they would be of no moment.  

"Moreover, we are satisfied with the number of sacraments which Christ our Lord has instituted, which are two 
only, namely, the sacrament of baptism and the holy supper of our Lord Jesus Christ" (Belgic Confession, 33). 
 
From the Heidelberg Catechism: 
65. Since, then, we are made partakers of Christ and all His benefits by faith only, where does this faith come 
from? 
The Holy Ghost works faith in our hearts by the preaching of the Holy Gospel, and confirms it by the use of the holy 
sacraments. 

66. What are the sacraments? 
The sacraments are visible holy signs and seals appointed by God for this end, that by their use He may the more fully 
declare and seal to us the promise of the Gospel, namely, that of free grace He grants us the forgiveness of sins and 
everlasting life for the sake of the one sacrifice of Christ accomplished on the cross. 

67. Are both the Word and the sacraments designed to direct our faith to the sacrifice of Christ on the cross as the 
only ground of our salvation? 
Yes, truly, for the Holy Ghost teaches in the Gospel and assures us by the holy sacraments, that our whole salvation stands 
in the one sacrifice of Christ made for us on the cross. 

68. How many sacraments has Christ instituted in the New Testament? 
Two: Holy Baptism and the Holy Supper. 
 
The Sacraments: 

1. The word sacrament came from the Latin, “sacramentum”, which was used by the Latin translators to 
translate the Greek “mystery”.  It was an erroneous translation. 

a. The Greek word (mysteria) used in the New Testament means something that was previously not fully 
revealed, but has been revealed in Christ 

b. But by adopting the word “sacramentum”, the word "mystery" meant something secret and 
mysterious – like the Greek mystery religions.  By taking every use of the word “mystery” and 
turning it into a rite of the church, Rome effectively removed the preaching of the gospel as a 
means of grace. 

c. The Reformers argued about the word, but eventually retained it, filling it with the true meaning 
of scripture.  The common definition is given in HC 66. 

2. The sacraments are appointed by God. 
a. The sacrament is primarily the action of God, not the action of the participant.  It signifies and 

seals God’s promise, not the faith of the believer. 
b. It is true that we also are active – expressing and exercising our faith, but these are secondary 

3. Every benefit of Christ without exception is communicated to us by the preaching of the gospel and is 
received in its fullness by faith alone.  The sacraments add nothing to our faith that is not communicated 
to us by the word of God. (HC 67) 

a. Scripture is clear that all those who believe in Christ have everlasting life 
b. There is nothing more to add to the completed work of Christ 
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c. And yet, because of our weaknesses God has confirmed the message of the gospel to our senses 
in the Sacraments.  They do not work faith in our hearts; they confirm the faith that comes from 
the gospel alone. 

4. They are signs of God’s promise: “visible signs of invisible things” 
a. There are natural signs, and instituted signs 

i. Natural signs are those that point to something by nature.  Footprints, smoke, the signs of 
coming weather.  The sacrament is not a natural sign.  It must be explained to be known.

ii. Positive signs are those without a natural connection, but are instituted – letters of the 
alphabet, road signs, flags, trademarks, etc.  

1. Miracles (called ‘signs’) belong to the second category.  They all point to 
something else.  The feeding of the 5000 pointed to Christ as the Bread of Life; 
the healing of the sick and infirm pointed to Christ as God the creator; casting out 
demons pointed to Christ as the conquering King, overthrowing the powers of 
Satan. 

2. Sacraments also belong to this category.  They are extraordinary instituted signs that 
God has taken from visible things and uses for the designation and clarification of 
invisible and eternal goods 

3. Therefore, they cannot be separated from the word.  They are not magical, but are 
designed to confirm our faith in the person and work of Jesus Christ 

5. They are seals in the hands of the Holy Spirit 
a. But sacraments are more than merely signs which God has instituted, hoping that they eventually 

catch on.  They are also seals of God’s promise 
i. A seal is a mark of authenticity, bearing the power and authority of the one to whom the 

seal belongs. 
ii. The seal of God marks the trustworthiness of the promise given.  To be sure, the word of 

God alone should be sufficient, but God has graciously provided for our weaknesses. 
b. Therefore, when a believer witnesses or partakes of the sacrament, the Holy Spirit actively seals 

the truth, authorship and authority of the promise in the hearts of the believers. 
c. Therefore, the sacrament reinforces the trustworthiness of the promises of God, unites believers 

under a common seal, and sets us apart from the world.  God marks us as His.  The sacrament is 
a sign of that mark. 

6. Errors 
a. Rome: The sacraments, apart from any word whatsoever, confer grace upon the participants. The 

grace is communicated as a substance through the act performed (ex opere operato) 
b. Lutheran: similar to Rome: grace in communicated “in, with and through” the sacrament. 
c. Memorialist (attributed to Zwingli).  The sacraments are signs and proofs of faith, acts of 

confession.  Only secondarily are they means of strengthening faith, and that only as they remind 
us of the benefits of Christ. (This is the position of the Arminian, Unitarian, Anabaptist, 
Methodist, etc.) 

d. Reformed: Visible signs and seals of God’s promise.  On the one hand, they do not confer 
anything that is not conferred by the preaching of the gospel, received by faith.  On the other 
hand, they are not to be despised and neglected, since they are instituted by God and we are not 
wiser than he is.  He has promised to confirm and strengthen our faith through the sacraments. 

7. Number of Sacraments 
a. Used broadly, there were many signs and seals in the scripture: Rainbow, Gideon’s fleece, 

Hezekiah’s sundial, Sabbath.  But in the narrow restricted sense, there are only two in the Old 
Testament (Circumcision, Passover), and two in the New (Baptism, Lord’s Supper) 

b. Because of Rome’s error in the meaning of the sacrament, they have gradually adopted seven.
(Baptism, Confirmation, Mass, Penance, Extreme Unction, Ordination, Marriage).   

i. Since Christ only ordained two, we are forbidden to add more 
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